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After more than two years of publicly downplaying the threat posed from armed Colombian
incursions into the border province of Darien, Panamanian authorities are beginning to assign a
higher priority to defense of the province. At the same time, Darien is being drawn into the nexus of
US concerns about narcoterrorism and regional security.
In April 1997, Panama declared a state of emergency in the province because of fighting between
guerrillas of the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) and right-wing Colombian
paramilitary forces that had spilled over into Darien (see NotiCen, 1997-05-01). Since then, however,
Panamanian officials have minimized the problem, at times suggesting that no armed bands were
operating in Darien.
Panamanian policy has been to avoid armed confrontations with the Colombians and to stay out of
their civil conflict. National Police Director Jose Luis Sosa admitted in June that he had known of
the seriousness of the Colombian incursions but said he kept the information secret to protect the
lives of police and residents in the region. Local authorities and residents say groups of up to 150
paramilitaries have been operating in the border area without challenge from Panamanian forces.
In May, legislative Deputy Enrique Garrido from the indigenous zone (comarca) of Kuna Yala in
Darien said armed groups from Colombia had entered communities in the area and Panamanian
police had abandoned their posts, leaving local residents unprotected. Residents in the community
of La Miel in Kuna Yala fled to the Caribbean towns of Puerto Obaldia and Colon. But Minister
of Government and Justice Mariela Sagel said only four armed Colombian paramilitaries had
entered the comarca and said it was a "routine" incursion that Panama was willing to tolerate. Local
concerns about paramilitary attacks were exaggerated, she said.
However, complaints from Darien and the abandonment of indigenous communities forced public
officials to increase security forces in the province. After a mass exodus in June, Sagel said Panama
would change its attitude toward such incursions. She said Panamanian police would not respond to
any "peaceful" incursions, but the increased violence in Colombia made the situation "a little more
delicate." She announced that a new contingent of police would be sent to the region and stationed
in La Miel, which had been taken over by guerrillas of the Bloque Noroccidental Placido Dominguez
of the FARC.
Reinforcements sent in June include the contingent of National Police and two patrol boats of the
National Maritime Service. Sagel said police were capable of protecting the communities in the
region but would not say if they could stand up to guerrillas or paramilitaries. Sosa said the new
forces would guarantee Panamanian sovereignty in Kuna Yala and the police units in Darien were
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ready to confront armed bands. "If necessary we will use arms," he said. At the same time, Sosa
accused the residents of the Kuna comarca of collaborating with drug traffickers and trading with
guerrillas and paramilitaries. Ricardo Bastidas, head of the Congreso de Takarkun-Yal, which
represents the Kuna in Darien, denied the charge.
"The Kunas of Darien do not collaborate with anyone and are not part of any guerrilla groups," said
Bastidas. "Anyone who says these things is creating a climate of uncertainty and compromising the
security of our communities." He said the government abandoned the border communities in 1997,
leaving them without police, schools, or medical services.
In August, Sosa announced that 232 more police had been sent to Darien and that the government
had recently spent US$2 million to build new police substations there. He said US$1 million would
be left for additional security efforts in Darien when the new administration takes over Sept. 1.
Colombian Defense Minister Rodrigo Lloreda complained in March that Panama was doing too little
to oppose the incursions, especially those by drug traffickers. "We have insisted that Panamanian
authorities should act in a more forceful manner," he said. The minister's comments came after a
FARC guerrilla said Panamanian police were protecting guerrillas in the area.
In mid-August, Colombia and Panama signed a new cooperation agreement that includes joint
patrols and other measures to prevent the flow of drugs and arms across the border. Incursions take
on new significance in conspiracy theories What was once regarded as incidental incursions in the
poorly protected border area has now become part of the larger politics involving the Panama Canal,
US anti-drug strategies, and US fears about a supposed narco-leftist axis formed by the FARC and
the governments of Fidel Castro in Cuba and Hugo Chavez in Venezuela.
Deputy Miguel Bush of the governing Partido Revolucionario Democratico (PRD) believes the
incursions are sponsored by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), not Colombians. His theory
is that the CIA is promoting the impression of an indefensible Panamanian border to justify a US
military presence in Panama after December when the US is to pull out all military personnel and
turn the canal over to Panama.
Bush's theory finds its counterpart in a Washington-based conspiracy theory rapidly developing
among conservative congressional Republicans. They see an alliance forming among Chavez,
Castro, the FARC, and narcoterrorists, with China engaged in a long-range plan to take over
the canal (see NotiCen, 1999-08-12). "We have a disaster in our back yard, and it is an incredibly
dangerous situation," said Rep. John L. Mica (R-FL). "It is compounded by the mess in Panama, with
Howard Air Force Base being shut down, and Chavez in Venezuela is thumbing his nose at us.
The question is, will we move too late to avoid an even bigger disaster?" In August, Darien came up
in congressional hearings in which Republicans on the House International Relations Committee
attacked the Clinton administration for not sending enough helicopters and money to President
Andres Pastrana to eradicate the FARC, and for not successfully negotiating an agreement with
Panama to set up a Multilateral Anti-Drug Center at Howard (see NotiCen, 1998-07-09).
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In testimony before the committee, Barry McCaffrey, director of the White House Office of National
Drug Control Policy, warned that the fighting in Colombia threatened to extend into neighboring
countries, including Panama. Obviously concerned about removing US troops from Panama,
McCaffrey advised Congress to wait until president-elect Mireya Moscoso takes office Sept. 1 to
press a renewal of base rights.
But while Moscoso has said she would consider talking to the US about cooperation on narcotics
interdiction, she insisted that there would be no more US military bases in Panama. A narcoticsinterdiction center, if negotiated, would have to be ratified by a popular referendum, she said.
Moscoso also promised to reinforce security along the border in accordance with recommendations
from Carlos Bares, slated to take over as director of the National Police. She has made inquiries
about acquiring soft loans to purchase arms and equipment for the police.
After a visit to Darien, Bares reported that security forces there do not have the arms or training
necessary to protect the region. Besides the talk in the US Congress that Panama must become a
bastion of resistance against Colombian narcoterrorism, other, longer-range developments may lie
ahead for Darien. Colombian backers of the paramilitaries include economic interests looking to
acquire land for cattle and agricultural production.
A Los Angeles Times analysis says that Colombian paramilitary leader Carlos Castano and his
backers are motivated less by politics than by private land acquisition. They claim campesinos are
guerrilla sympathizers, then drive them off their lands. Colombian guerrilla expert Alfedo Molano
says the paramilitary strategy in Darien is to force the Panamanian government to finish the PanAmerican Highway to pacify the region. The road which now stops far short of the Colombian
border would then open up the forest preserve along the border for commercial exploitation and
provide access to markets for Colombian cattle ranchers. (Sources: The Los Angeles Times, 08/11/98;
Notimex, 05/27/99, 08/08/99; Spanish News Service EFE, 08/15/99; El Panama America, 06/02/99,
06/06/99, 08/07/99, 08/08/99, 08/16/99, 08/18/99, 08/20/99, 08/21/99; Agence France-Presse, 03/20/98,
08/25/99; Associated Press, 08/31/99)
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